






















































































St. Agatha’s Vision of God as a Surgeon, Jennifer Linton, 1998, coloured pencil and gouache on mylar.
Courtesy of the artist and Propeller Centre for the Arts.

gallery space in case | had missed some-
thing. “Use on Class A Fires,” the caption
read. The work evoked the notion of
spirit as a fire that could not be extin-
guished. Spirit is present here because
the painted flames that surround the can-
ister are kept alive by representation:
spirit will seek representation in any form
that warrants its presence.

7. Pearl Van Geest’s four plastered
boards document the process of healing.
Their white, pasty texture urged a tactile
response, much like when one traces
trickles of blood with a forefinger whose
fleshy navigation soothes the pain. In
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each of the four depictions, a black air-
plane hovered like a black cross. The
white plaster was spread softly, like but-
ter, like a motion that sought to soothe a
pain. These spirited works speak to t
hose who heal and renew their energies
in the face of adversity, and do so
triumphantly.

8. Jonathan Sheinbaum’s hanging spiral
read: “You are Here.” | gazed at the two
components that form this work: the top
segment was a topographical map of
Toronto. Beneath it was a photograph of
the very floor on which | was standing.
With dust particles clearly visible, the

work had a sense of lived-in-ness: a
moment where placement, location and
Being merge.

| asked Sheinbaum whether geography
was important to him. “Well, | wonder
about the ‘Wandering Jew’ image and
whether | am actually evoking this....

I do know that | carry a sense of places

I have lived in with me,” he replied. | told
him that, for me, the title of his work
drew attention to the gallery space, the
very exhibit | was attending, and the
overwhelming absence of people of
colour. We agreed that as two people
who have each lived in more than one
place, this informs our work. When a
work focuses with precise detail on
topography, the viewer is compelled

to consider questions of permanence
and transience: whether we flee, search
or nest.

9. Steve Armstrong’s two paintings, The
Descent of Geometry and Smithson's Planet,
were shrouded in darkness. | thought of
Descartes and Husserl: both mathemati-
cians, the former a Jesuit who studied
philosophy and mathematics and the
latter a Jew who studied geometry and
whose name defines the very founda-
tions of phenomenology. | waited for
the appropriate moment to ask Steve
Armstrong about the influences he
draws on.

“I may have been thinking about
Husserl,” Armstrong replied. “but the
things | find most urgent are God, episte-
mology and art. The Descent of Geometry
comes from those thoughts.” Here, again,
was an artist whose thoughts and reflec-
tions ventured into the area of “God”
with two works that celebrated the evolu-
tion of the earth, religion, mathematics
and a sense of spirit that evolved as a
consequence of these relationships.

10. Susan Dobson’s After Image employs
an interesting method. She explains:

“I stare at the black space, then the
white space, then the after-image...
almost like a displacement having to find
the image.” | was interested in this
process and how the two pieces exhib-
ited, the white square placed on a grey
background and the grey square on the
white background, functioned to exclude
blackness.

The absence of blackness provoked
questions for me about how spirit is
represented when After Image is
performed. Is it a grey spirit that
emanates when blackness is scrutinized
with such intensity? | thought of the
apartheid years in South Africa when |
was living in the Observatory, an area
that unofficially became known as a
“grey area,” since Black and white stu-
dents now filled the previously white-
only university neighbourhood. What |
found so compelling about Dobson’s
depiction of spirit was how it made room
for a continuity of colour that does not
end with strict borders but whose contin-
uum stretches within the minds of those
thoughtful enough to engage it.

11. David Abecassis’ green/blue light
drew my attention. Hope was its title
and it hung there in all its geometric
glory: a signifier of spirit. Thoughts of
Moses speaking to God at the burning
bush, thoughts of an underground rail-
road and light being carried either in
the form of torches or lanterns came
rushing to me.

I spoke to Abecassis about the Frederick
Douglass image, the underground rail-
road and the Moses image. He was
pleased that | had thought of both anti-
slavery and such a profoundly Jewish
experience and associated this light with
it: “This light is hope, but | also know
that light is not always about hope, it
has also been used to scare people, to
instill fear. | wanted this light to repre-
sent the spirit with a small ‘s’, devoid of a
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social construct, but | am also very, very
much aware of socially constructed fear
... and by this | mean, in particular,
some of the events surrounding the
Holocaust.” Abecassis had here created
a work that depicts spirit by the symbol-
ism of light—spirit as the light that
marks our defiance, resistance and
survival.

12. A surgeon’s knife lies outside of the
frame of St. Agatha’s Vision of God as a
Surgeon, by Jennifer Linton. A body lies
still beneath it. It is precisely the body
that is the point of departure for examin-
ing the spirit in this work. The artist told
me how during the third century the
Roman senator Quintanius had ordered
Agatha’s breasts removed after she
rejected him. Here, God is cast as a sur-
geon who gave Agatha her breasts back.
This work taps the fears many women
have of violation and bodily disfigure-
ment, and St. Agatha is presented as an

Snow Angels, Elizabeth Fearon, 1998, video, 2 min.
Still courtesy of the artist and Propeller Centre for the Visual Arts.

example of a woman whose spirit over-
came violence.

Although curator Gary Michael Dault
asserted adamantly that he chose pieces
of work for this exhibit that did not make
statements about religion, all of the
works here clearly use religious symbol-
ism to depict notions of spirit. From Snow
Angels, to breath and life as spirit, to
notions of geometry, flesh, fire, blood,
violence and healing, spirit is depicted in
“Tall Orders: On the Spirit in Art” in pow-
erful and reverberating ways.

Rozena Maart writes both fiction and non-
fiction and works in the areas of Black conscious-
ness, psychoanalysis and deconstruction. She took
ber doctoral degree at the Center for Cultural
Studies, Birmingham UK, where she worked on
the relationship between consciousness and politics
in language. Winner of The Journey Prize: Best
Short Fiction in Canada (1992) she currently
teaches part-time at the University of Guelph.
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Gregg Bordowitz, Fast Trip, Long Drop, 1993, 54 min.
Stills courtesy of the artist.

“PoLITICAL” & “CRITICAL” IN CONTEMPORARY ART

In Gary Kibbins’ article “Bored
Bedmates” (FUSE 22, no. 2), he
discusses a video by Montreal
artists Donald Goodes and A.M.
Léger, How to Make Contemporary
Art (1996), that lampoons the
earnest conceits of contempo-
rary art dealing with social
topics. The video, in short,
makes a mockery of the whole
postmodern project of socially
engaged art with a few coffee
beans and some photos from
National Geographic.

More precisely, in Kibbins’
view, Goodes and Léger’s video-
tape was a “twisted reflection of
the prevailing, troubled condi-
tions of politicized art prac-
tices.” But the videotape,
Kibbins goes on to argue,
pertains not so much to political
art, but to “critical” art, anodyne
cultural practices that may have
the signifiers of radical politics—
images of the Third World, say,
or subaltern subjectivity—but
are not truly political in that they
do not embody the characteris-
tics of political art.

While | found Kibbins’
thoughtful differentiation
between critical and political art
extremely useful and enlighten-
ing, | was not convinced by his
remaining discussion, which
seemed to skirt a central ques-
tion implicitly raised in his text:
what contemporary art work has
been able to reinvent the politi-
cal in a meaningful way?

More radical, and perhaps
more disquieting, is the concept
that art may well have over-
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estimated its own importance as
a tool for social change. Unfor-
tunately, to relinquish that defin-
ing feature of political art (that it
embodies action as Kibbins
suggests) is to relinquish the
separation between political and
critical art, the fine line between,
say, a work by Condé and
Beveridge, and Goodes and
Léger’s video How to Make
Contemporary Art. But then, that
video is a one-liner. Lacking any
real complexity, it pokes fun only
at art in bad faith or art that is
disingenuous.

What about confronting the
possibility that political art may
have indeed overestimated itself
and that the categories of politi-
cal art—its public character, its
notion of agency, its proscriptive
directives—are in dire need of
overhaul? There is another video
work by an artist that addresses
this very problem. Not from a
cynical or disingenuous position,
however, but from the point of
view of an artist whose work has
been invested in the very project
of postmodern politics of repre-
sentation and the ideas of art as
social agency.

Fast Trip, Long Drop, made
by Gregg Bordowitz in 1993,
provides a remarkably personal
account of the artist’s life with
AIDS, aspects of his Jewish
heritage and his involvement
with the AIDs activist group AcT
up in New York. Bordowitz’s
previous work, as an artist and
as an activist, was invested in
many of the critical ideas of

postmodernism. In this video,
set to very plaintive Jewish folk
music, a disillusionment with
both theory and activism is both
marked and profound. Fast Trip,
Long Drop begins in the typical
fashion of its genre: we are
confronted with what appears to
be appropriated footage of a
newscaster discussing AIDs. The
image suddenly disappears,
however, while the camera
slowly pans around a large tele-
vision, visually warping it, and
we see the recumbent artist on
his bed smoking a cigarette.
From here, Fast Trip, Long Drop
employs a range of cinematic
devices that shift between narra-
tive structures and subject posi-
tions. In many ways this work
undoes the politics of
Bordowitz’s earlier work and
replaces it with a work that is a
profound questioning of the very
idea of art as a form of social
action.

In an ironic way, it was the
AIDS crisis that put postmod-
ernism as a theory about the
social constructedness of reality
to its ultimate test and revealed

the limitations of art. If postmod-

ern art’s goal was the transfor-
mation of society in alliance with
community and activist groups,
we can only conclude, at this
historical juncture, that it has
surely failed. This is not to say
that those alliances have not
been enriching and that they
have not led to a continuing
evaluation and exploration of
art’s relationship to life. They

by Tom Folland

most surely have. In truly histori-

cal fashion, the contemporary
relationship to theory and
activism expressed by contem-
porary art recognizes changing
historical conditions. Discussing
his recent work in this particular
context, Bordowitz stated:

| adopted a set of
aesthetic principles to
which | was, until
recently, committed:
reduce the category of
beauty to efficacy, the
category of form to func-
tion, the category of
audience to community.
Today I'm sitting here
writing myself out of the
categories | reduced
myself to.

Fast Trip, Long Drop
achieves what How To Make
Contemporary Art cannot: a
genuine and, ironically, political
critique of the political in art.
What | found unconvincing
about Kibbins’ analysis was his
reluctance to address the failure
of a particular model of political
art. The most progressive and
truly political artwork being
done today, | would argue,
addresses, without idealization

and received ideas, these limita-

tions and failures.

Gregg Bordowitzs film script is
published in Uncontrollable Bodies:

Testimonies of Identity and Culture,

eds. Rodney Sappington and Tyler
Stallings (Seattle: Bay Press, 1994).
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Where Life On Earth Began

Sudbury geographically sits on the remains of an immense
meteorite that struck the planet more than 2 billion years ago.
This meteoroid was the spark that ignited the primodial ooze.
Sudbury is where life on earth began.

Paul Lamothe, 2000

Edwin (Buzz) Aldrin, (left) an Apollo 11 astronaut, was the
first human to be photographed on the moon.

Grace Hartman, (centre) was Sudbury’s first female mayor.
She met Buzz briefly during his training here in Sudbury for
that famous first lunar landing.

Traci Lords, (right) a former porn star, is now a successful
television and recording artist.

This FUSE edition postcard is presented by
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Where Life On Earth Began

rary art dealing with social
topics. The video, in short,
makes a mockery of the whole
postmodern project of socially
engaged art with a few coffee
beans and some photos from
National Geographic.

More precisely, in Kibbins’
view, Goodes and Léger’s video-
tape was a “twisted reflection of
the prevailing, troubled condi-
tions of politicized art prac-
tices.” But the videotape,
Kibbins goes on to argue,
pertains not so much to political
art, but to “critical” art, anodyne
cultural practices that may have
the signifiers of radical politics—
images of the Third World, say,
or subaltern subjectivity—but
are not truly political in that they
do not embody the characteris-
tics of political art.

While | found Kibbins’
thoughtful differentiation
between critical and political art
extremely useful and enlighten-
ing, | was not convinced by his
remaining discussion, which
seemed to skirt a central ques-
tion implicitly raised in his text:
what contemporary art work has
been able to reinvent the politi-
cal in a meaningful way?

More radical, and perhaps
more disquieting, is the concept
that art may well have over-
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critical art, the fine line between,
say, a work by Condé and
Beveridge, and Goodes and
Léger’s video How to Make
Contemporary Art. But then, that
video is a one-liner. Lacking any
real complexity, it pokes fun only
at art in bad faith or art that is
disingenuous.

What about confronting the
possibility that political art may
have indeed overestimated itself
and that the categories of politi-
cal art—its public character, its
notion of agency, its proscriptive
directives—are in dire need of
overhaul? There is another video
work by an artist that addresses
this very problem. Not from a
cynical or disingenuous position,
however, but from the point of
view of an artist whose work has
been invested in the very project
of postmodern politics of repre-
sentation and the ideas of art as
social agency.

Fast Trip, Long Drop, made
by Gregg Bordowitz in 1993,
provides a remarkably personal
account of the artist’s life with
AIDS, aspects of his Jewish
heritage and his involvement
with the AIDs activist group AcT
up in New York. Bordowitz’s
previous work, as an artist and
as an activist, was invested in
many of the critical ideas of
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confronted with what appears to
be appropriated footage of a
newscaster discussing AIDs. The
image suddenly disappears,
however, while the camera
slowly pans around a large tele-
vision, visually warping it, and
we see the recumbent artist on
his bed smoking a cigarette.
From here, Fast Trip, Long Drop
employs a range of cinematic
devices that shift between narra-
tive structures and subject posi-
tions. In many ways this work
undoes the politics of
Bordowitz’s earlier work and
replaces it with a work that is a
profound questioning of the very
idea of art as a form of social
action.

In an ironic way, it was the
AIDS crisis that put postmod-
ernism as a theory about the
social constructedness of reality
to its ultimate test and revealed

the limitations of art. If postmod-

ern art’s goal was the transfor-
mation of society in alliance with
community and activist groups,
we can only conclude, at this
historical juncture, that it has
surely failed. This is not to say
that those alliances have not
been enriching and that they
have not led to a continuing
evaluation and exploration of
art’s relationship to life. They
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context, Bordowitz stated:

| adopted a set of
aesthetic principles to
which | was, until
recently, committed:
reduce the category of
beauty to efficacy, the
category of form to func-
tion, the category of
audience to community.
Today I'm sitting here
writing myself out of the
categories | reduced
myself to.

Fast Trip, Long Drop
achieves what How To Make
Contemporary Art cannot: a
genuine and, ironically, political
critique of the political in art.
What | found unconvincing
about Kibbins’ analysis was his
reluctance to address the failure
of a particular model of political
art. The most progressive and
truly political artwork being
done today, | would argue,
addresses, without idealization

and received ideas, these limita-

tions and failures.

Gregg Bordowitzs film script is
published in Uncontrollable Bodies:
Testimonies of Identity and Culture,
eds. Rodney Sappington and Tyler
Stallings (Seattle: Bay Press, 1994).
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